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Introduction 
 
Every year, it seems, there are people predicting the demise of libraries. The 
Internet has all but eliminated ready reference questions, and ebooks now allow patrons 
to read library books without ever leaving their houses. All of this technology does not 
necessarily lead to library and librarian extinction; it merely requires libraries to evolve. 
While this is true, there is also a part of the library that seems much less prone to this fear 
of extinction: the children’s section.  
The first children’s library is currently thought to have been founded in 1803 
when Caleb Bingham began loaning out 150 books for children and young adults in 
Salisbury, Connecticut (Marco, 2012). Twenty years later, the Brooklyn Youth Library 
opened, but at this time, libraries were still seen as places for adults and occasionally for 
older children. Nearly one hundred years later, specialized children’s areas and libraries 
began appearing in large cities across the United States, and in 1930, the ALA began 
their children’s roundtable called Young People’s Reading Roundtable.  
As public libraries continued to grow and evolve, children’s libraries and 
specialized children’s areas of general public libraries became more common. In 
addition, the minimum age for children in libraries crept lower, going from teenagers to 
school aged children, to preschoolers, and now to babies and toddlers. As the age span of 
children in libraries grew, many libraries began sectioning off separate areas for 
teenagers and older children. Recognizing this division, ALA split its children’s group,
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 Association of Young People’s Librarians into two distinct groups in 1957, forming 
Children's Library Association and the Young Adult Services Division (Starr).  
Within the past five years, another separation has been brewing, pulling the oldest 
children and the youngest young adults into their own group, “the tweens”. Articles are 
starting to be written about this tween group, often defined as children between eight and 
fourteen years old (Farris, 2009; Struckmeyer, 2012). As tweens are given their own 
books, programming, and library space, it follows that the children’s section is becoming 
more heavily skewed towards the library’s youngest patrons. 
With all of these changes, what does a twenty-first century children’s library look 
like? A large collection of picture books and weekly story times are still featured, but 
new technologies, new designs, and new programs are being added. Computers figure 
prominently in the children’s library area (along with their CIPA filters, in many cases), 
and many libraries offer a selection of juvenile audiobooks, DVDs, CDs, and even video 
games. Children’s areas are getting makeovers with brightly colored murals and rugs, 
often centered on a specific theme, along with new features that encourage exploration 
and play. Libraries are also expanding their programming repertoire to include baby and 
toddler yoga (Hillsborough County Public Library in FL, and Boston Public Library), 
magic classes (Schaumburg Township District Library in IL), and playtimes with toddler 
toys (NW Denver Toy Library). 
Though the library literature is heralding these advancements and changes, are 
they being recognized by anyone else? Are books, movies, and other pop culture images 
of libraries reflecting these changes, or do they still show tall shelves packed with books 
and guarded by shushing librarians? One medium that prominently features libraries is 
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children’s picture books. Because they are aimed at young children, they usually depict 
children’s libraries, and their popularity is ever increasing, with many picture books 
about libraries being published every year. Are these picture books, especially those 
recently published, portraying accurate depictions of current libraries? That is what this 
study seeks to determine: are twenty-first century picture books accurately portraying 
twenty-first century libraries?
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Literature Review 
 
The portrayal of librarians in literature has been studied numerous times, often 
analyzing librarian stereotypes or general librarian demeanor. Libraries are sometimes 
examined alongside the librarians, but studies with a focus solely on the library itself 
have not been found. 
One of the first examinations of librarians in children’s literature was done by 
Katherine Heylman in 1975, when she examined 22 children’s books with librarians 
(though she excluded books where librarians play too large of a role) published between 
1938 and 1973. When she examined the race of the librarians, she found that all but one 
librarian was white. She also found that there were mostly positive portrayals of 
librarians, only two are described as “awful”, and proposed that the reason for these 
mostly positive portrayals was that “people who write books in general, and particularly 
those who write for children, have had more positive experience with librarians than 
negative as they were growing up.” 
Norman D. Stevens has written about librarians in picture books both in 1996, and 
again in 1999. In 1996, he primarily examined non-fiction, and found that historical 
books about libraries are “pedantic” and not appealing. More recent books do a better job 
of explaining how to use libraries, with more interesting and positive stories and 
depictions. His article in 1999 found that books which include the stereotypical image of 
a librarian, a bun-wearing “shusher,” later transform them into a softer, caring librarian.
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This particular trend continued, as found by Dorothy Bowen when she analyzed 
several picture books of libraries in 2003 and found that the illustrators “remove[d] the 
negative media-created stereotypes and replace[d] them with positive pictures of libraries 
and librarians.” In her analysis, as well as Stevens before her, she primarily linked an 
appealing librarian with an overall appealing library. 
Also in 2003, Elaine Yontz examined 35 picture books of libraries that were 
published between 1909 and 2000, and explored all aspects of librarianship. Relevant 
findings include that racial diversity of librarians is nonexistent in picture books pre-
1970, but after 1970, 22% portray librarians of color. As for technology, computer 
catalogs are included in three of the five books from the 1980s, and the Internet is 
mentioned in books from 1996 and 2000. Audiovisual materials first appear in 1959, and 
two thirds of books after 1959 mention audiovisual materials. Children’s storytime and 
programming are both mentioned in at least one book in each decade studied. 
In 2005, Sally Maynard and Fionna McKenna performed an in-depth analysis on 
three children’s book titles, only one of which, Little Bo Peep’s Library Book by Cressida 
Cowell, is a picture book. Overall they determined that the library is presented as a bit 
intimidating, but also full of bright accents to make it a welcoming space. The librarian is 
slightly stereotypical (or as stereotypical as Mother Goose, the librarian, can be), but also 
friendly. 
Also in 2005, Megan Lynn Isaac wrote an article about interesting libraries within 
children’s books. However, in her short discussions of each of the fourteen books on her 
list, she generally discusses their fantastical elements, rather than focusing on realistic 
libraries. 
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More recent articles by Susan Monroe (2008) and Mary Northrup (2010) 
compiled lists of children’s books about libraries. Monroe lists 29 books, published from 
1985 to 2006, with a focus on their diversity in content and portrayal. Northrup mentions 
41 books about libraries published between 2004 and 2010, but limits comments to brief 
annotations.
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Research Question 
 
This study seeks to determine whether twenty-first century picture books are 
accurately representing twenty-first century libraries. To answer this question, four 
categories of twenty-first century libraries were determined: diversity, technology, 
programs, and library design. Within these four categories, seven specific attributes were 
explored: librarian diversity, patron diversity, computers, audiovisual materials, non-
storytime programming, themed decorations, and play areas. 
Operational Definitions 
Twenty-first century is the 100 years beginning on January 1, 2001, and ending on 
December 31, 2100.  
Picture book for children is “one that essentially provides the child with a visual 
experience” and “one for which children are an intended potential audience” according to 
the ALSC's Caldecott Medal (which is presented to distinguished American picture 
books) definition. It also defines children as “persons of ages up to and including 
fourteen.” 
Diversity in this context, refers to racial diversity only. Racial diversity was identified 
based on skin tone, facial features, and hair color and style used in the illustrations. 
Audiovisual is “an aid, other than printed matter, that uses sight or sound to present 
information,” according to thefreedictionary.com. For this study, audiovisual materials 
include CDs, DVDs, VHS tapes, audio books, tablets, video games, and eReaders.
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Programming at libraries refers to any event being held at and sponsored by the library, 
including storytime, summer reading programs, game days, author visits, and crafts. 
Theme is defined as “the use of a design ‘narrative’ that is consciously imposed on a 
particular space or physical environment” in Alistair Black and Carolyn Rankin’s paper 
on the history of children’s library design (2012). 
Play area for the purpose of this study is an area in a library that has toys and somewhere 
to play with them, like a short table or rug.
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Methodology 
 
The list of books used for analysis was compiled using three library catalogs. The 
subject headings “Libraries – Fiction” and “Libraries – Juvenile Fiction” were searched 
for in each of the catalogs, and all picture books bearing this subject heading were added 
to the list of potential books. The publication date of each of the books was examined, 
and all books published before 2001 were excluded. In addition, recently published books 
that depict historical libraries were also left out. These exclusions help insure that the 
picture books selected were attempting to depicting modern libraries, rather than 
historical libraries. Also, some books included the same characters (such as Daniel Kirk’s 
Library Mouse series), so only one book featuring these characters was included to avoid 
double counting. After all exclusions were made and books were obtained for analysis, 
48 total books were available. The list of titles used can be found in Appendix A.  
Each of the 48 books was examined using manifest content analysis, which is 
defined as “the concrete terms contained in a communication,” differing from latent 
content analysis, “the underlying meaning of communication” (Babbie, 2010). In the case 
of picture books, the “concrete terms” can include both the text throughout the book, as 
well as the illustrations. For this study, both text and pictures were used. 
First, each book was analyzed for character racial diversity. This required 
examining the illustrations to determine whether a variety of colors was used for the
characters’ skin tones. In addition, librarians were separated out from patrons to 
determine whether the library profession is being portrayed as racially diverse. 
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Second, the materials shown in the libraries were analyzed. Both illustrations and 
text were examined for books, computers, and audiovisual materials. Patrons and 
librarians did not have to be using or checking out the materials, they merely had to be 
present. 
Third, the programming shown was examined. Again, both illustrations and text 
were used to find instances of children’s programming. Because modern libraries have 
expanded their programming beyond traditional storytimes, storytimes were separated out 
from other types of programming, which were all grouped together. 
Fourth, library design was examined, looking for evidence of themed children’s 
areas and play spaces with toys. Because the mere presence of toys was not considered 
enough evidence of a “play area”, illustrations were examined to determine whether toys 
seemed to be placed in their own specific area. 
Finally, the illustrations were examined to determine whether the library included 
humans only, animals only, or a combination of humans and animals. In addition, the 
picture books were searched for evidence of whether the library was a public library or a 
school library.
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Results and Discussion 
Overall 
After examining all 48 books for each of the seven twenty-first century attributes, 
it was found that there is a wide range in the number of depictions for each attribute. 
Patron diversity had the largest presence with 86% and play areas were least represented, 
found in just 10% of books. Overall, five of the seven attributes were seen in under half 
of the books, with four of the seven attributes in fewer than 25% of the books (Figure 1).  
.
 
Figure 1: Percentage of books displaying each of the seven twenty-first century attributes. Note: Percentages are 
used for accurate representation of librarians and patrons, which were not always measurable in books. 
 
As shown in Figure 2, six books included none of the attributes, and no books 
displayed all of the attributes. Two attributes is the most common number of attributes 
displayed (in 15 books, or 31%), and five books had five attributes, which is the highest 
number of total attributes found. The complete list of titles and their attributes can be
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 found in Appendix B. 
 
Figure 2: Number of twenty-first century attributes found in each book. 
Diversity 
As is common in children’s picture books, a number of the books included in this 
study use anthropomorphized animals in place of humans. Ten of the books use animals 
exclusively, and eight use a combination of animals and humans. All books without 
humans were discarded from the diversity analysis. In addition, there were five books 
with human characters that did not have a librarian (But, Excuse Me, That Is My Book; 
Hot City, “L” Is for Library; Library Lily; and Please, Louise), and one book without 
patrons (When the Library Lights Go Out). These books were also excluded from their 
respective measures. Once these exclusions were made, there were 33 books with human 
librarians and 37 books with human patrons to analyze. From these numbers, it was found 
that 86% of books featured diversity in their patrons and nearly 40% featured diversity in 
their librarians.  
While some of the books examined had a single librarian throughout the book, 
many books featured multiple librarians. Thus, in the 33 books featuring human 
librarians, there were a total of 51 different librarians. Overall, 13 of these 51 (26%) were 
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librarians of color (Figure 3). When separating the books with single librarians from 
those with multiple librarians, 21 had a single librarian, and 12 had multiple librarians 
(Figure 4). The books with a single human librarian were much more likely to have a 
white librarian, with 15 books having a white librarian, and six with a librarian of color. 
When multiple librarians were featured, they were more likely to include at least one 
librarian of color, with seven books featuring diversity in their librarians, and five 
featuring only white librarians. Thus, books with a single librarian were much more 
likely to have a white librarian, while books with multiple librarians were more likely to 
include at least one librarian of color. 
 
Figure 3: Race of each librarian present in the 48 picture books (n=51) 
Figure 4: Comparison of the number of librarians in each book and their racial makeup.  
21 books had a single human librarian, and 12 books had multiple human librarians. 
Diversity in children’s books has come a long way since Nancy Larrick’s 1965 
article, “The All-White World of Children's Books”. The diversity of characters in the 
books analyzed is moving closer to actual US population statistics, which state that in 
2012, 63% of the US population reported as being “White Alone, not Hispanic or 
Latino.” Of course, these percentages cannot be directly compared, because the race of 
each patron was not measured, and books qualify as having “patron diversity” with a 
single patron of color. Individual patron diversity was not tracked due to the large 
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number of patrons found in many of the books, and the difficulty of differentiating 
between patrons on multiple pages to avoid double counting. 
Patron diversity likely ranked so much higher than librarian diversity because 
there are multiple patrons in each library, and thus more chances to include diversity 
among the patrons rather than in a single librarian. In fact, in the four books that did not 
have patron diversity, very few patrons were actually depicted, with each having fewer 
than ten patrons shown. 
The librarian diversity was slightly higher than the 22% that Elaine Yontz found 
in her 2003 study. The ALA’s Demographics Study (last updated in July 2013) actually 
presents a less diverse picture of librarianship, with 87% of respondents declaring 
themselves as white. Of course, this ALA study only represents those who are members 
of the ALA, does not distinguish among the types of librarianship (separating public 
librarians and school librarians, who are the types of librarians depicted in picture books), 
and only includes the 75% of their membership who have responded to the survey. In 
addition, as the “Sorting People” section of Race: The Power of an Illusion on the PBS 
website shows, value judgments based on a single image (or illustration) do not 
necessarily show an accurate representation of race. 
Library Materials 
For the most part, the picture books analyzed mostly moved beyond featuring a 
library full of nothing but books. Though all 48 did show books, 32 of the picture books 
analyzed also showed computers as well (Figure 5). In addition, a majority of these books 
showed computers that were either being used by or were accessible to the library 
patrons, rather than only located in staff areas or behind desks (Figure 6). 
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Audiovisual materials were one of the least portrayed of all of the attributes. They 
were found in seven total books. Three books specifically mention audiovisual sections 
of libraries with accompanying graphics. Videos, CDs, DVDs, audiocassettes, books on 
tape, and audiobooks are all explicitly named. In addition, two of the books show patrons 
checking out read-along books, as well as other CDs or DVDs. Finally, one book shows 
generic discs at the circulations desk, and another shows a general “A/V” section on a 
shelving cart with indistinguishable items lined up below. 
 
 
Figure 5: The number of total books that include each of the three library materials. 
Figure 6: Compares the locations of the computers in each book, with staff computers located in staff  
areas or behind desks, and public computers located in all other areas of the library. 
It is not at all surprising that all 48 of the picture books examined have physical 
books in their libraries. After all, the first bookless library just opened last September 
(BiblioTech in Bexar County, TX), and the number one response (75% of respondents) in 
OCLC’s library word association was “books”. However, the fact that only 32 (67%) of 
the books examined depict computers, does not represent libraries as they currently exist. 
According to the ALA’s 2011-2012 Public Library Funding & Technology Access Study, 
public libraries are providing an average of 16.4 public access computers per library, up 
from 10.8 in 2002, with over 99% of libraries providing access to the Internet (Hoffman, 
  
17 
2012). It is possible that these computers are located in adult areas of libraries, rather than 
the children’s area that are most often depicted in children’s picture books, but 67% is 
still a low number. 
As for audiovisual materials, they are drastically under-represented. The same 
Public Library Funding & Technology Access Study mentioned above found that 76% of 
libraries are offering eBooks, and nearly 40% are providing access to eReaders in the 
libraries. No eReaders were depicted in the picture books. In addition, 75% of the 
respondents to The Public Library Data Service 2012 Statistical Report Characteristics 
and Trends circulated CDs or DVDs (Reid, 2012). Further, a Library Game Census 
surveyed 404 libraries in 2007, and found that 40% of them circulated games (Nicholson, 
2009). However, only 4 of the 48 titles (8%) showed CDs, DVDs, or any disc-type 
material in the library. Again, the CDs and DVDs mentioned in the survey may be 
skewed to adult materials, and the Game Census did include all types of games (video 
games, computer games, and board games), but the numbers still are comparatively low.  
Library Programming 
Of the 48 books examined, 27 included some kind of children’s programming 
within their pages (Figure 7). However, 16 of the books only included storytime, which 
while common at libraries, they, like books, are not specific to twenty-first century 
libraries. Six books included a mention of storytime along with another type of 
programming, and an additional five books excluded storytime, but included a different 
kind of children’s program. The fifteen non-storytime programs are individually 
identified in Figure 8. 
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Figure 7: Compares the number of programs describes as storytime with non-storytime programs. 
 
Descriptions of Non-Storytime Programs by Title 
Book Title Type of Program 
The Best Book to Read Book Talk 
The Boy Who Was Raised by Librarians Summer Reading Program, Afterschool 
Specials, Book Club, Movie Night, & 
Spend the Night in the Library Party 
Can I Bring Woolly to the Library, Ms. 
Reeder? 
Storybook Character Costume Party 
Comin’ Down to Storytime Puppet Show 
Dewey’s Christmas at the Library Craft – Christmas Ornaments 
I.Q. Goes to the Library Puppet Show & Craft – Bookmarks 
Library Mouse Write Your Own Book 
The Lonely Book “Special Event” with Lion and Princess 
Characters 
Mind Your Manners, B.B. Wolf Storybook Tea Party 
Pumpkin Cat Halloween Party 
Figure 8: Descriptions of Non-Storytime Programs by Title 
Pew Research Center performed a study of library opinions, released in January 
2013, and found that 74% of people surveyed stated that having programs for children 
and teens is “very important” for libraries to offer, with an additional 21% of respondents 
saying this was “somewhat important” (Zickuhr, Rainie, and Purcell, 2013). The Institute 
of Museum and Library Services 2010 Public Library Survey found that libraries offered 
2.31 million programs for children (Swan, et al., 2013). Clearly, children’s library 
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programming has much support; however, this does not show the actual number of 
libraries that offer children’s programming. A 1999 study by the Wallace Foundation 
found that over 99% of the libraries surveyed offered some type of program for school-
age youth, and nearly 100% offered “reading programs”. Unless programming efforts 
have declined at individual libraries since then, it is safe to assume that close to 100% of 
libraries are currently offering children’s programming. 
With children’s programming so common at public libraries, why do only 27 
titles (56%) include children’s programming within their pages? Perhaps public libraries 
are still being thought of as places to borrow materials from, rather than places to go do 
things. A 2013 Pew Research Study found that 70% of parents reported their child having 
visited a public library in the past 12 months, with 87% of children going to borrow 
books, and 53% of children under 12 going to attend a library event (Miller, et al., 2013). 
This shows that more children are using the library to borrow books rather than to attend 
programming. In addition, unlike computer stations or a library’s design, which are 
permanent features of a library, children’s programs do not generally run for an entire 
day. Thus it is possible that the libraries are being depicted when children’s programs are 
not occurring. 
When programs are being depicted, storytime is the most common type of 
programming featured (in 22 or 45% of books). Storytime, as we currently define it, for 
pre-literacy and preschool literacy, has been used in libraries since the 1950s (Albright, 
Delecki, and Hinkle, 2009) and is the core of many libraries’ children’s programming. 
However, the storytimes that exist today are different from storytimes of decades past. 
They now incorporate movement, music, and technology (Colleen, 2006; Samtani, 2013). 
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None of the storytime programs in the picture books analyzed used technology, and 
though movement and music can be hard to portray in pictures, nearly all of the stories 
showed children sitting on the floor or in chairs watching and listening as a librarian 
reads a book.  
Of the fifteen non-storytime programs portrayed, three were reading themed, and 
four included puppets or crafts, both of which are common elements of storytimes. An 
additional five programs were a party or special event, two of which were linked to 
Halloween and were likely once-a-year occurrences. Only one event, movie night, used 
technology, and it is likely children gathering around to watch a movie, rather than 
creating a movie themselves. The “Write Your Own Book” program does show children 
creating something for themselves, but ironically enough, it is a program developed by a 
mouse to avoid revealing his identity, rather than a librarian. 
Perhaps more traditional storytimes and other programs are depicted because they 
are not in the eye of the general public. Anyone who enters a library can see the diversity 
of its patrons, the materials on the shelves, and the design of the building (though one 
would need to venture to the children’s area for children-specific information). However, 
to see how modern libraries conduct storytime and other programs, one would likely need 
to work in a library, already have a child attending these programs, or actively seek out 
the programs at the local library. Authors and illustrators may not fall into any of these 
three categories, and furthermore, they may be basing their knowledge on their own, or 
possibly their older children’s, library experiences. 
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Library Design 
The attributes of twenty-first century library design are among the lowest 
represented in the picture books, with only eleven books featuring at least one (Figure 9). 
The themes that are present are distinct, with most being tied to the outside world. We’re 
Going on a Book Hunt has a library within a tree, and a tree theme pervades the library, 
with tables and chairs made out of logs and tree stumps, and trees and branches 
throughout. Likewise, Comin’ Down to Storytime has a library in a barn, with hay bales, 
barrels, and upside down pails serving as tables and chairs. The Library Doors has a 
general nature theme, with bugs, snakes, and other animals surrounding the computer 
area, and flowers and a fish bowl displayed prominently on the shelves. Each of these 
three books is illustrated by the same woman, Nadine Bernard Wescott, and perhaps this 
is why they all feature themed libraries. Please Louise has a ceiling decorated with a 
mural of sky and sun, and Amelia Bedelia’s First Library Card has a dinosaur painted 
bookdrop for its children’s materials. Isabella, Star of the Story has a children’s reference 
desk that looks like a ship, and The Boy Who Was Raised by Librarians has a rather 
elaborate castle theme in its children’s area, complete with castle reading nook and knight 
in shining armor. 
Only one of these books also includes a play area: The Library Doors features a 
small table and chairs for children to work on puzzles or play other games. Carlo and the 
Nice Librarian, Dinosaur vs. the Library, D.W.’s Library Card, and Pumpkin Cat also 
include low tables or rugs with small toys either on the floor or the surrounding shelves. 
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Figure 9: Compares the design attributes of theme and play space. 
Though themed library spaces have been around since at least the 1980s, the 
theme-heavy “McDonaldisation” and “Disneyisation” of libraries did not begin until later 
(Black and Rankin, 2012). They are now seen as almost the design standard of children’s 
libraries, and one need only glance through the pictures in Library Journal’s annual 
design issue to see the implementation of these themes. In 2006, White Plains Public 
Library opened The Trove, with multiple themed areas including a castle, a cottage, and a 
nautical theme (Kenney, 2006). Bay Shore-Brightwaters Public Library redesigned its 
children’s area in 2009 with famous children's book characters as the theme (Davis, 
2009). In 2010, Rangeview Library District added treehouses to its new children’s area 
(Humphries, 2010). In 2011, Waveland Public Library was featured for its new “Pirate 
Cove” children’s area (Fox, 2011), and in 2013 Hillcrest Heights Branch Library was 
highlighted for its circus theme (Fox, 2013).  
Even with all these themed environments featured, it is unclear exactly how many 
libraries nationwide actually have themes. While updating technology and adding new 
programs to libraries can be expensive, the costs are relatively minor compared to 
redesigning a library space. In addition, even if all new or remodeled libraries each year 
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since 2001 had added themes to their children’s area, this would still leave a vast majority 
of older libraries with older design attributes. For this reason, a lack of themed areas in 
picture books is understandable. 
Conversely, play areas are relatively inexpensive to create. Durham County 
Library recently added a small reading and play area for its youngest patrons with a $950 
grant (“Updates on Projects…”, 2014). However, play areas in libraries are a recent 
trend. Though they stem from the focus on the youngest members of our society and the 
ideas of early literacy, which began being highlighted in the 1980s, the focus on play as a 
form of early literacy is more recent. For example, Betsy Diamant-Cohen noted in her 
article on play in libraries that encouraging play was added to the second version of 
ALSC & PLAs “Every Child Ready to Read @ Your Library” in 2011. Perhaps libraries 
with play areas is too new of a trend to have made its way into library picture books. 
However, it should be noted that the five books that included play areas were published 
in 2001, 2004, 2004, 2008, and 2011, which diminishes this particular theory. 
Other Considerations 
As already discussed, a number of the picture books included in this analysis 
included animals. Each book was categorized by whether it featured only humans, only 
animals, or both humans and animals (Figure 10). The overall totals show human-only 
books in the lead, which is not particularly surprising, as once you have bears reading and 
sheep acting as librarians, you are probably less concerned with realism in your books. 
Titles with only animals had high representation of both of the design elements, themes 
(20%) and play areas (30%), which could be because of a more whimsical setting in 
animal picture books. Books with both humans and animals had the highest instances of 
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non-storytime programs (40%) and librarian diversity (47%), but did not include any 
themes. Finally, books with only humans had the highest number of titles with patron 
diversity (91% vs. 79%). They also had the highest numbers of themes, audiovisual 
materials, and computers, though not by significant margins.  
 
 
Figure 10: Compares books on each attribute of twenty-first century libraries based on their inclusion of 
animals or humans in their illustrations. Note: Percentages are used for accurate representation of librarians 
and patrons, which were not always measurable in books, and books with animals only could not be analyzed 
for diversity. 
When the picture books are divided between public and school libraries, public 
libraries are more greatly represented overall (Figure 11). There are nearly seven times as 
many books featuring public libraries as school libraries, which, of course, may skew the 
data. Overall though, school libraries definitely have the edge in twenty-first century 
library attributes. They lead public libraries in total representation (47% vs. 32%), as well 
as for both diversity and technology measures. High patron diversity makes sense, 
because a school library is likely to show entire classes of students, whereas public 
libraries may depict fewer patrons, depending on the area of the library shown. In 
addition, school libraries, or media centers, as they are often called, often have groups of 
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computers directly in their spaces for use by students. Public libraries do lead in their 
representation of non-storytime programs (24% to 14%). School libraries often focus on 
curriculum support, so they likely have less latitude in their programs than public 
libraries. Finally, the two attributes of the design category showed little difference 
between the two kinds of libraries. 
 
Figure 11: Compares books on each attribute of twenty-first century libraries based on whether they are public 
or school libraries as described in text and illustrations. Note: Percentages are used for accurate representation 
of librarians and patrons, which were not always measurable in books. 
Each book was plotted on a graph based on its year of copyright and the number 
of twenty-first century attributes it contained (Figure 12). As the trend line shows, there is 
a slight upward trend (m=.028) as the copyright year increases. This means that newer 
books feature slightly more attributes of twenty-first century libraries than older books. 
While this trend is small, it is still moving in the right direction, indicating that as time 
progresses, more attributes are being included. 
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Figure 12: Scatter plot of each book based on its copyright year and the total number of attributes contained.
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Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, twenty-first century picture books do not accurately portray 
twenty-first century libraries. While they usually show diverse patrons and often show 
computers alongside their bookshelves, the other five attributes of twenty-first century 
libraries appear in fewer than half of the picture books evaluated. Librarian diversity has 
seen only a slight increase from studies of librarians in previous years, and programming, 
a significant part of what modern libraries do, is only shown in about half of the books. 
Though audiovisual materials have been a staple of libraries for years, under 15% of the 
picture books studied displayed any audiovisual materials. Recent technology, like tablets 
and eReaders, was completely excluded. Finally, recent library design elements, like 
themed spaces or play areas, were found in just eleven of the books included.  
While past research has often focused on the portrayal of librarians in popular 
culture, little consideration seems to have been given to the libraries themselves. If 
librarians want to demonstrate how they are adapting and evolving their libraries to serve 
patron needs in the twenty-first century, they should be concerned about how libraries are 
appearing in books and other media, particularly in children’s books, where first 
impressions can be made. Every title analyzed in this study was found in a local public 
library, and quite a few had a waiting list. While it could be said that children must be 
visiting their public libraries to check out these books, and thus are experiencing an 
actual twenty-first century library to counteract the sometimes dated portrayals in these 
books, it does not make these inaccuracies any more acceptable. Perhaps in the future, 
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librarians could be more discerning when deciding which books about libraries to add to 
their libraries’ collections, particularly in the area of picture books for children.
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Future Research 
 
This analysis examined only seven prominent attributes of a modern public 
library. Further research could be done to uncover more attributes of twenty-first century 
libraries. In addition, the study could be broadened to include more books, and with each 
passing year, more and more books about or including libraries are being published. This 
same study could also be done on a different group of books, such as easy readers, 
children’s graphic novels, juvenile fiction, or juvenile nonfiction. 
In addition, this study looked at a narrow range of years (focusing on books 
published in the twenty-first century), but used a large quantity of books. In contrast, 
Elaine Yontz’s 2003 study looked at books from a much larger chronological range 
(1901-2000), but only included a maximum of five books per decade. Further research 
could combine these studies, looking at a larger number of books per decade to determine 
how accurate picture books about librarians have been in the past. A trend analysis could 
also be done to examine how long it takes for picture books to begin displaying the 
technology, designs, and other attributes of particular decades.  
It would also be interesting to examine picture books about libraries based on 
their authors and illustrators. Katherine Heyman noted in 1975 that “a number of 
children's authors have been librarians themselves...none of these have been responsible 
for any of the nauseatingly sticky portraits of librarians." Picture books could be analyzed 
for their stereotypical views of both libraries and librarians, and each author and 
illustrator’s proximity to librarians and libraries could be studied.
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ABC Letters in the Library P H Y Y Y Y Y N N 
Amelia Bedelia's First Library Card  P H N Y Y Y N Y N 
Anna's Tight Squeeze  P H N Y Y N N N N 
Bats At The Library  P A N/A N/A Y N N N N 
Beverly Billingsly Borrows A Book  P A N/A N/A N N N N N 
Book! Book! Book!  P B Y Y N N N N N 
But, Excuse Me, That Is My Book  P H N/A N N N N N N 
Can I Bring Woolly To The Library, 
Ms. Reeder?  P B Y Y Y Y Y N N 
Carlo And The Really Nice Librarian  P A N/A N/A Y N N N Y 
Clarence The Copy Cat  P B N Y Y N N N N 
Comin' Down To Storytime  P A N/A N/A Y Y Y Y N 
D.W.'s Library Card  P A N/A N/A Y N N N Y 
Dewey's Christmas at the Library P B N N Y N Y N N 
Dinosaur Vs. The Library  P A N/A N/A N N N N Y 
Homer, The Library Cat  P B N Y N N N N N 
Hot City P H N/A Y N N N N N 
Isabella, Star Of The Story  P H N Y Y N N Y N 
I.Q. Goes To The Library  S B Y Y Y Y Y N N 
It's Library Day  S H Y Y Y N N N N 
Kevin Goes To The Library  P H N N N N N N N 
Koala And The Flower  P A N/A N/A N N N N N 
L Is For Library  P H N/A Y Y N N N N 
Librarian On The Roof! : A True Story  P H N Y Y N N N N 
Library Lily  P H N/A Y N N N N N 
Library Lion  P B N Y Y N N N N 
Library Mouse  P B Y Y Y N Y N N 
Littlebat's Halloween Story  P B Y Y N N N N N 
Lola At The Library  P H Y Y Y N N N N 
Lottie Paris And The Best Place  P H N Y Y N N N N 
Mind Your Manners, B.B. Wolf  P B N N Y N Y N N 
Miss Smith And The Haunted Library  P H N Y N N N N N 
No T. Rex In The Library  P B Y Y Y N N N N 
Our Librarian Won't Tell Us Anything S H N Y Y Y N N N 
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Our Library  P A N/A N/A N N N N N 
Penelope Popper, Book Doctor  S H Y Y Y N N N N 
Please, Louise P H N/A Y Y N N Y N 
Poindexter Makes A Friend  P A N/A N/A Y N N N N 
Pumpkin Cat  P B Y Y N N Y N Y 
R Is For Research  S H Y Y Y N N N N 
The Best Book To Read  P H N Y N N Y N N 
The Boy Who Was Raised By 
Librarians  P H Y Y Y N Y Y N 
The Library Doors S H N Y Y Y N Y Y 
The Library Gingerbread Man  P B N N N N N N N 
The Library Pages  S H N Y N N N N N 
The Lonely Book  P H N Y Y N Y N N 
We're Going on a Book Hunt P A N/A N/A Y N N Y N 
When The Library Lights Go Out  P B N N/A Y N N N N 
Winston The Book Wolf  P B N Y Y N N N N 
 
